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Selling Our Official Family Jewels 


By Maxine Cheshire 

There was nothing about the diamond-and-ruby- 
studde d necklace and ring to indicate that they (had 
been given by a foreign -head of state to a high-ranking 
United States official. 

The jewels were being sold at auction in San Fran- 
cisco, which is about as far away from Washington as 
the General Services Administration could get unless it 
wanted to hold the sale in Honolulu or Alaska. 

The sale, on April 2 of this year, was the first of its 
kind the GSA has ever conducted. It was an experiment 
by officials attempting to develop suitable procedures 
for disposal of surplus United States property which has 
been piling up as the result of the Foreign Gifts and 
Decorations Act of 1966. 

Under that law, no American official or member of his 
family is allowed to keep gifts of more than $50 minimal 
value given to them by any “king, prince or foreign 
state.” 

All such gifts become the property of the United 
States. They must ultimately be deposited in a museum 
or some other public repository or else turned over to 
the GSA for sale. 


The GSA has been reluctant, until now, to hold such 
a sale, for fear of offending the countries which origi- 
nally gave the gifts. 

To try and keep word from getting'back to embassies 
in Washington, circulars were mailed out to 3,424 per- 
sons on a list of those who have asked to be notified 
routinely when surplus property of any kind is being 
sold by Uncle Sam. 

The items to be sold were deposited in the vault of a 
Wells Fargo bank in San Francisco and prospective 
bidders were invited to inspect them there. 

Besides the set of diamonds and rubies, there was a 
set of amber and a lot of five diamond-studded Swiss 
watches. None of the donors was disclosed. 

A wealthy Yuma, Ariz., farmer, Edward Wavers, flew 
a representative the round-trip of 1,400 miles to buy the 
watches for $6,033. He recognized the maker, Vacheron 
& Constantine, he said, and knew they were worth at 
least twice what he paid for them. Vacheron & Constan- 
tine watches sell for as high as $3,000. 

Waver, reached by phone this week, said he tried in 
vain to get someone in the GSA to tell him something 



A copy of the GSA circular sent to 3,424 persons listing the jewels that were auctioned in San Francisco. ; 


about the history of his watches, but ‘They kept it a big 
dark secret.” 

The amber went for a bargain $150. The diamonds 
and rubies brought $6,612.12 from a surplus broker in 
Grove City, Pa., R. O. Murphy Jr. 

Murphy, who buys and sells government surplus regu- 


larly in vast quantities, says that he was assured by the 
GSA that “there would be more merchandise of this : 
type coming on the market soon.” 

A GSA spokesman here in Washington said only that ! 
no more sales “are contemplated at this time.” 
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